The Exit 
Of the Editor 

Ben Bradlee Toasted on 
Last Day as Post News Chief 




im 


By Martha Sherrill 

Washington Post Staff Writer 



Bradlee laughing at an 
anecdote at farewell party. 


In a gesture of blind grati- 
tude, loyalty, affection and 
sadness, hundreds of 
Washington Post staffers 
turned up at work yester- 
day dressed like Ben 
Bradlee — in striped shirts 
with white collars—- to 
honor his last day as exec- 
utive editor. 

Reporters stood on 
desk tops. Editors crowd- 
ed the outskirts of his 
glass office. Applause rose 
up. Parading irreverence 
and goodwill, Bradlee's 
longtime friends and col- 
leagues remembered 
him— and roasted him— at a celebration in the after- 
noon, just a few hours before deadline. 

Tve been reading all these stories,” said columnist 
Richard Cohen, “about the kind Ben Bradlee, the good 
Ben Bradlee, the dashing Ben Bradlee. But I came to 
The Washington Post in 1968 when he was known as 
The Terminator. . . . Every week, reporters would dis- • 
appear and you’d never know what happened to them.” 

They made fun of his clothes; Apparently they weren’t 
always so fabulous. They remarked upon his use of lan- 
guage. Much of this wasn’t printable. They laughed 
about his short attention span, his gruff demeanor and 
Yankee prudery. How he’d yelled at them. How he’d ig- 
nored them. 

But they mostly remembered his wit, his encourage- 
ment, his grit. Editors Karen DeYoung and Larry Meyer 
admitted their failed attempts — year in, year out — at 
trying to impress him. Ombudsman Richard Harwood re- 
membered Bradlee’s uninhibited, sometimes outrageous 
behavior. Harwood first laid eyes on him at a Newsweek 
cocktail party — and Bradlee was standing on his head. 
Reporter Tom Lippman told how Bradlee’s secretary 
learned to spell expletives properly while typing his cor- 
See EDITOR, D6, Col. 1 
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smack sound which he’s perfected, 
no doubt, over the years. 

Editors tried, once again, to get 
his attention ... but this time with 
phony news stories mixed in with 
the real ones — and read deadpan. 
National editor Fred Barbash 
claimed that Fred Rogers — Mister 
Rogers — had been "arrested in his 
neighborhood.” He offered another 
fake, about a "team effort” science 
story which involved both the Big 
Bang theory and the ozone layer — 
two subjects which have been boring 
Bradlee for years. 

In reading the day’s foreign news, 
editor David Ignatius discussed a 
London story: “And a sad sign of the 
times, Turnbull & Asser [where 
Bradlee gets his shirts], has been ac- 
quired by Mattress Discounters.” 

Style editor Hadar read a bogus 
bulletin from the art world, sure to 
pique Bradlee’s prudish side: “Na- 
tional Gallery director J. Carter 
Brown has announced an upcoming 
exhibition, which he has curated 
himself . . . The Phalluses of Phoeni- 
cia.” 

Downie officiated, making outra- 
geous Bradlee-esque comments 


throughout. During a discussion of a 
horrible disaster, he quipped a favor- 
ite putdown: “Who are these people 
anyway? Debutantes? Heiresses?” 

Electronic noise-makers were also 
activated during the meeting. There 
were bomb sounds. There were bul- 
let sounds (a flurry of them after the 
mention of Imelda Marcos). And, 
there were hand-held electronic giz- 
mos that shouted expletives — none 
of them outside the Bradlee lexicon. 

When it was over, distinguished 
editors from all sections — imitating 
Bradlee’s trademark end-of-meeting 
gesture — wadded up their budgets 
into tight balls and pitched them at 
him. 

At day’s end, Bradlee prepared to 
leave with Quinn. The legendary edi- 
tor walked through the news- 
room — which he designed, and 
staffed, and where he has worked for 
two decades. A standing ovation 
sprang up. Waves of applause fol- 
lowed him on his journey to the ele- 
vators. He raised his fist in the air. 
He smiled. He said "thanks.” 

And walking past the reporter 
covering his farewell for the Style 
section: “I’m offering cash for you 
not to write that story.” 


